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KOREAN AMERICANS In CHICAGO: AN EXPLORATORY STUDY
Introduction
Definition of the Problem
Though there are only about 1.5 million Asians in the United States,
according to the 1970 Census, Asian Americans have been evaluated as
relatively successful in employment and, often, their labor force participation surpasses even that of white Americans (Jaco and Wilber, 1975:33,38).
Widely publicized "success stories" of the Asian Americans are limited
neither to the 1970 Census nor to the area of employment.

On

the whole,

Asian American::; are referred to be "the model minorities" (Kitano and Sue,

1973:1-9).
At the sam8 time, Asian Americans have long been stereotyped as cowardly,
intellectually inferior, shrewd and treacherous, exclusive and daneerous (Kane,

1970)!

It is also known that the majority of the white Americans desire to

keep as much distance as possible from Asian Americans (Bogardus, 1968).

The

same finding has been repeated by others (Goldenstein and Goldscheider, 1968;
Kitano, 1969; Simpson and Yinger, 1972).
The problems involved in generalizations such as those cited above are
multiplied when it is noted that virtually none of the studies has looked at
all of the Asian American groups.

Having investigated Chinese, Filipino,

and Japanese only, the most recently published work entitles itself
Americans in the labor market" (Jaco and Wilber, 1975).
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Asian

Thoueh all Asians

would share certain characteristics in common, it is questionable that they
would be identical to warrant such generalizations.

1

2

But there has been little research

on Korean Americans to assess

similarities and differences between Korean Americans and other Asian
Americans.

Because of the recency of their immigration to the United

States and because of their minority-of-minorities status, there have been
few studies specifically designed to investigate the Korean Americans.
Moreover, since research in this area hau been limited, they are general
and descriptive in order to provide a base for more focused and analytic
studies in the future (Choi, 1975; Lim, 1975; Hurh, forthcoming).
Within this .context, the present study proposes an investigation of
Korean Americans focusing on their occupational situation.

The study will

present a description of the employment status of the Korean Americans and
a comparison of their employment with that of the American population in
general.

It will also attempt to identify the presence and the extent of job

and remuneration discrepancies and discriminations perceived by them and
elicit the way the respondents adapt to their perceived situation.

Eo

Though

the study cannot directly identify causes of many observations to be made, a
few speculations will be made in hypothetical terms as an agenda for future
research.

In this sense, the present study is an exploratory investigation

to get the "feel" of the research problem.
Assumption of the Study
The choice to study the occupational aspects of Korean Americans betrays
one of the underlying assumptions of the study.

Since values and assumptions

tend to be related, an exposition of one of the assumptions should also,
hopefully, reveal other ignored but present assumptions, thereby providing the
reader "a better means of interpreting" (Porter, et al., 1975:486) or understanding what the study hopes to do.
Simply stated, work is an activity that permeates every aspect of human
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existence and for which most adults spend more time and energy than for any
other activity.

The work that one does is a fundamental link between indi-

viduals and between individuals and the larger social structure and provides
a source of personal identity.· Moreover, the importance of one's work is
furthered in advanced industrial societies such as the United States.

While,

in pre-industrial societies, two strangers might identify themselves by indicating their village of residence and location in a kinship network, two
hypothetical strangers in a modern society are most likely to "break the
ice" by indicating the kind of work they do (Pavelko, 1971:2-4).
Although no one would conpletely subscribe to the original proposal of
the economic determinism of Marx, his position that man is a perpetually
dissatisfied animal and his primary needs such as food and clothing once met
(lead to new needs) (Marx, 1964:60) has been reaffirmed by contemporary
theories such as the need hierarchy of Maslow.

Also, no one completely

accepts the observation of Harx (1964:93) that "the political, legal,
philosophical, literary, and artistic development rests on the economic."
At the same time, it has been repeatedly observed that location in
the occupational structure influences the "habits of thoughts" (Veblen,
1934:239) and that different occupational groups are also differentiated by
their distinct non-occupational beliefs and activities such as political
ideology and participation (Lipset, 1964:206).
For Korean Americans, occupational integration

in~o

American society

would be the first and one of the sure steps toward becoming full members
of the society (Gordon, 1964).

Being far away from the primary support of

primomialrelations in the home country, Korean Americans would not even be
able to survive unless they are occupationally successful.
The study is important in that, at the present, there has been no

4
research on the occupational aspects of Korean Americans.
Review of the Literature
Because there are few published studies about Korean Americans, there
is little literature that can guide the present study, although journals, a
few newspapers, etc. do provide some basic information.
Merton and Nisbet (1966:416) reported there were 27,538 Koreans in

1960.

A Korean newspaper (Hankook Si.nmun, June 1, 1974) estimated there

were 200,000 Koreans residing in the United States in 1974.

Table 1 shows

the phenomenal annual increase in the nur.1ber of Korean innnigrants, especially
in the last five years.

In Fiscal 1973, 3 ,562

I~oreans

were awarded citizen-

TABLE 1
NUl'mER OF KO:REl1..N IMNIGRA:rrs BETVffiEN 1964 TO 1973

Year

Number

2,362
2,165
2,492
2,956

1964
1965
1966
1967
1968
1969
1970
1971
1972
1973

3 ,811

6,045
9 ,3llf

14,297
18,876
22,930

Source: Korea Week, April 14, 1974.
ship and the number was the eleventh l;ir3cst among all nationalities receiving
citizenship in that year (Con.13ressfonal

Di.~est,

1975b:7),

If the present

rate of increase continues, it is estimated there will be about 320,000 Korean
.Americans by 1980.
Currently, there is a heavy concentration of the Korean population in
California, New York, Illinois, Pennsylvania, Hawaii, Texas .and New Jersey.

5
I

In the metropolitan area of Chicago, Korea Week (April 14, 1974) reported
there were 15,000 Koreans in 1973.

The annual report of the Korean American

community Services reported 20,000 Koreans for 1974.

Other guesses insist

there are 30,000 Koreans livinr, in Chicago.
Although Koreans share certain immigrant characteristics and problems
with other immigrants, their problems tend to be more severe than others.
Korea has never had the Anglo-American colonial experience and therefore,
they are unfamiliar with Western culture and the use of the English language,
in particular.

Moreover, they, as a group, seem to accord extremely low

social prestige by America?,ls (Bogardus, 1968) and by those who were directly
and indirectly associated with the widely publicized misery of the Korean war.
In the fall of 1975, the Hankook Ilbo Miju News (October 30, 1975)
reported two studies on Korean Americans in Chicago.

According to Lim,

Korean Americans are following the six stages of Americanization proposed by
Andrew M. Greeley as many other immigrants in the past have done.

Choi con-

eludes that all Asian Americans experience alienation from the American mainstream and powerlessness in the American system.

In particular, Korean

Americans suffer from the language barrier, lack awareness of their civil
rights, and see no possibility of effective organizational and political
approach to the problems.
Choi makes a more detailed report of her findings in another issue of
the same newspaper (The Hankook Ilbo Hiju News, November 6, 1976).

According

to the report, about 70 per cent of the Korean children in Chicago are under
ten years of age.

More than half her respondents have graduatalfrom college.

While less than half of the respondents report being happy in their life,
virtually no one reported of planning to return to Korea permanently.
For the occupational situation, Choi reports that 86.8 per cent among
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the males and 61.8 per cent of females work full-time.

But,

~hile

40.0 per

cent reported professional occupations before coming to the States, only 27.9
per cent report professi.on;\l occupations after their arrival; also, while 3. 9
per cent report having an unskilled occupation before coming here, 29.6 per
cent report their occupation as unskilled in this country.

On the basis of

this finding, Choi concludes that underemployment among Korean Americans is
very clear.

In terms of income, more than 80 per cent had an income between

$9,000 to $25,000.
Beyond these two studies, I found no other. published works on Koreans.
Clearly, there is no statistical information on the occupational situations
of Korean Americans.
Method
Sample
Originally, sixty Korean Americans, residing on the North Side of
Chicago, were sampled.
directories.

These names were selected from various telephone

A letter requesting an interview was sent first ("Original

Sample"), followed up by a telephone call a few days later, requesting an
appointment.

Many selected for the sample had moved; others could not take

time for an interview.
the study.

Consequently, only twenty subjects provided data for

Other Korean Americans yolunteered to be interviewed ("Substi-

tute Sample 11 ) when a request was made at a Korean Catholic Center.
all, forty Koreans provided the data for the study.

All in

(Throughout this report,

they are referred to as Koreans rather than as Korean Americans for
simplicity.)
As the samples are different, a rough comparison showed little differences on some variables and no differences on others.

The substitute sample

included no laborers while there were three laborers :l.n the original sample.
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The substitute sample indicated a higher level of educational .achievement
and occupational incoMe.
The difference should have been expected since the substitute sample
was obtained from church attendants who volunteered for the study.

It has

been reported that church attendance is higher among middle- and upper-class
than among lower-class white Americans {Greeley, 1972).

Since Koreans work-

ing in blue-collar occupations are almost always college educated, they may
have hesitated to volunteer for an interview in order to avoid facing and
acknowledging such underemployment.

In this connection, it may be hypothe-

sized that such underemployment leads to association with other Koreans with
the same dilennna and such association facilitates coping with the problem at
the moment.

But, in the long run, such selective association would prevent

them from finding solutions to the problem •

.

Legally speaking, Koreans in this study are Korean Americans, although
not all of them have obtained citizenship yet because of their recent immigration (Table 2).

As immigrants and as citizens, they are members of this

TABLE 2
YEAR OF IMMIGRATION OF THE KOREAN AMERICANS
Year
1967

1968
1969
1970
1971
1972
1973
1974
1975
society and citizens of the United States.

Per Cent

5.0
7.5
7.5
10.0
2.5
5.0
12.5
25.0
25.0
They may visit Korea as the Irish

Americans or the Italian Americans visit their "old" country.

Only a few,
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if any, will return to Korea p'ermariently.
As Table 2 shows, clearly, recent immigrants are over-represented as

half of them came to this country either in 1974 or in 1975.
The over-representation among recent comers should be expected.

First,

as a comparison with Table 1, Korean immigration has increased in recent
years.

Second, since the original sample was from Chicago, early immigrants

are less likely to be included because many of them have moved to the
suburbs.

Third, the substitute sample would also have over-selected late

immigrants since early immigrants who have probably assimilated into American
society would not have come to a Korean church for a Sunday worship.
Data Collection
A focused and unstructured interview was used to collect the data.

The

interview took two hours at the maximum and twenty minutes at the minimtnn.
When the interview was conducted in the respondent's home, usually other
Koreans were present and participated in the interview.

In such situations,

the interview took on the nature of participant observation and listening to
conversation among the respondents provided more information for the study.
The guiding principle for the interview has been listening, the value
of which Purcell and Cavanagh (1972:3-4) demonstrate in their work.

Korean

cultural norms proscribe direct questioning into almost any matter, especially
between strangers, and since Koreans are not yet acquainted with interviews
for research purposes, listening may have been the only way of collecting
data for Koreans, at least for the time being.

Because of this, the first few

seconds of the interview were quite uncomfortable.

But only the conversation

began, "We were all Koreans away from our home country.

We have the same

problems and, therefore, we can share and understand."
Having acknowledr,ed that "the interview is a falliable instrument and
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contains possible sources of bias," Purcell and Cavanagh (1972:309) state
that the interview is
• • • a personal approach, and when bias is recognized and
for, tl1e interv1.e~v can lead to a much more open,
human, and honest response than other types of research
methods. Of course, everything goes hack to the interviewer's sincere belief in the dignity and importance of
each worker.
comp~nsated

To this observation, it should also be added that many types of information
will not be collected until such interviews are used.
If the best test of the validity of interviews is the interviews

themselves, following Purcell and Cavanagh, it should be reported that
. during and after the interviews, several respondents said, "If you need to
know anything else, please call me."
could be reached.

They always gave the time when they

A male interviewee told his friend about the interviews

and asked him to be interviewed.

Another interviewee asked the interviewer

to see her sister also.
On

data.

the whole, the interviews produced a set of meaningful, interpretable

At the beginning, the interviewed and his family were not sure why

someone was concerned enough to ask them questions on how they live in this
country and how what they said would be used; but by the time the interview
was over, they always had more to tell.
Data Reduction
For the data reduction, the collected information was coded, transformed
into a system file, and processed by the Statistical Package for the Social
Sciences (Nie et al., 1975), a canned program available at the Computer Center
of the University.
Direct quotes are cited throughout the report to p,ive life to numbers.
Although it is important to know the numerical distribution of a variable,
quotes are used to provide a vicarious experi.ence of the interview.

It is
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also hoped that the quotes provide a basis for evaluating the 'interpretation
of the data.

Because the sample is small and only one person carried out the interviews, the study is in the nature of a preliminary reconnaissance and only
at the exploratory level.

Nevertheless, given the importance of the problem

under investigation, the study does make a contribution to our knowledge
about Korean Americans.
Comparison with Another
Korean American Sample
Since the sample is, at best (given the uncertain parameters of the
universe), ambiguous and the data are collected in

~orean,

translated, coded,

and processed by the interviewer, it is necessary to compare a few basic
variables with some other study.

For this purpose, the study of the Korean

Americans in Chicago by Choi in 1974 provides a good counterpart.

It must

be recognized that, given the problem Choi had with her sample, if there is
any significant discrepancy between the two studies, there is no way of
identifying the cause of the difference.

For this section, for ease of

reference, the sample of this study will be referred to as the "Kim" sample
and the comparison sample as the nchoi 11 sample.
Age
Tables 3 and 4 report the age distribution of the two samples. 1
age variation among the Kim sample (SD
choi sample (SD

= 13.5)

= 5.4)

The

is smaller than that among the

and the Kim sample tends to be younger than the Choi

sample as their mean ages indicate.

At the same time, the samples could be

be considered comparable since a random sample of 40 persons from t.he 226

--------------------1 Tables 3, 5, 7, an<l 9 are for the Korean Americans of this study;
tables 4, 6, 8, an<l 10 are for the Korean Americans studied by Choi (1975).
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choi sample would produce a sample similar to the sample of Kiln.
In terms of the Choi sample, it is uncertain why the distribution
between sexes is so different.

If marriage takes place between similarly

aged individuals, the two distributions must be close as Choi reports 88.2
per cent of her sample being presently married (Hanook Ilbo Miju News,
October 30, 1975).
TABLE 3

AGE OF. THE KOREAN AMERICANS

Per Cent

Age

23

2.5
2.5
7.5
7.5
5.0
7.5
12.5
5.0
7.5
7.5
12.5
7.5
2.5;
2.5
5.0
2.5
2.5

24

25
26
27

28
29
31
32
34

35

36
38
39

40
41
46

Total N
Mean Age
S.D.

40
31.7

5.4

Education
Tables 5 and 6 report the educational achievement.

Again, it is some-

what strange that the Choi sample includes only two nurses whereas it is
widely known that there are many Korean nurses in Chicago and the United
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TABLE

4

AGE OF RESPONDENTS AND SPOUSE BY SEXa

Sex (Per Cent)
Age

Male

Female

18-30
31-40
41-50
51-65
65+

10.8
72.6
12.8
3.9

37.9
41.9
8.1
10.5
1.6

Total ua
Mean
S.D.

102
36.35
13.5

124

achoi does not report anything for the respondents separated from their
spouses. Therefore, it is uncertain from her tables who (male or female)
constituted the respondents. The number of respondents is subject to change
throughout this report. Some respondents were asked to report on their
spouse. Sometimes they are included in the report and other times they are
omitted.
TABLE

5

EDUCATIONAL ACHIEVEMENT OF THE KOREAN AMERICANS

Per Cent

Education
High School
College
Master Degree
Medical Doctor
Total N

States.

j,_"

5.0
85.0
2.5
7.5

40

Although there appears to be some difference between the two samples,

it could have been produced by the age differences.

Since age and education

are negatively related among adults and the young are still in the process
of being educated, higher education among the Kim sample should have been

~.
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TABLE

6

EDUCATIONAL ACHIEVEMENT BY SEX

Sex

Educational Levels
(N

= 327)

Male
= 181)

(N

Female
= 146)

(N

Less than High School

1.7

6.2

Some High School and
High School Graduate

7.7

17.1

Some College

9.9

19.2

College Graduate

60.2

50.7

Nursing

...

1.4

MS and Ph.D.

14.9

2.7

MD and Dental

1.7

...

Post Md, PR.D.

3.9

2.7

100.0

100.0

Total

expected.

For both samples, more than half of the Koreans in Chicago have

completed college.

Of the Kim sample 95 per cent report college education.

Income
Since many Korean families in the United States have more than one
wage earner, individual income of the Kim sample (Table ·7) is less than
familz income of the Choi sample (Table 8).

But the difference ($4,962) is

so small as to suggest a larger family income for the Kim sample, probably
due to higher educational and occupational achievement and youthfulness
of the Kim sample and due to the general rise in income between the time of
the Choi study (1974) and the time of the Kim study (1975).
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occupation
Due to higher education, the Kim sample (Table 9) appears to have
more white collar and professional occupations than the Choi sample (Table 10).
But, for the Kim sample, it has been difficult to determine the exact occupation of the respondents.

For example, one respondent reported he is a

pharmacist working in a private hospital.

In the course of the conversation,

it became clear that he has not yet passed the state board examination for
the license and his pay was only $2.50 per hour.

At the time of the research, it was found that many female Koreans
were working in nursing homes, but not in the capacity as murses, because
they have not completed the requirements for the state license.
TABLE

In the

7

INDIVIDUAL INCOME OF THE KORE.At""I' AMERICANSa

Per Cent

Earnings
(Dollar)

$ . 5200.00
6000.00
6200.oob
7000.00
7200.00
8000.00
8400.00
9000.00
10,000.00
10,800.00
11,000.00
12,000.00
13,000.00
15,000.00
17,000.00
20,000.00
}0,000.00
Total N = 33b

3.0
3.0
6.1
3.0
6.1
9.1
6.1
3.0
9.1
3.0
6.1
15.2
3.0
9.1
3.0
3.0
9.1
Mean Earnings $12,200

a40 People were interviewed; two were students and two were housewives.
Therefore, they were dropped from analysis and the number was reduced to 36.
'L
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TABLE 8

FAMILY INCOME

Korean Immigrants

Annual Family Income

1.3

Under $3000
3,001-6,999
7,000-8,999
9,000,..,11,999
12,000-14,999
15,000-19,999
20,000-24,999
25,000-49,999
50,000 and Over
Would Not State Income
Don't Know

4.4
2.2
15.0
20.6
26.3
21.9
6.6
0.9

Total N·
228a
16,622
Median
Mean Earnings 17,162

aThe number is subject to change throughout this report; some respondents
were asked to report on their spouse and they are included in these numbers.
Choi does not report wages and salaries.
they have not completed the requirements for the state license.

In the

nursing homes, their work is more like that of nurse's aid and their pay is
about half that of Korean nurses in hospitals.
In a few cases, respondents appeared to dislike describing exactly what
they do at work.

When the interviewer asked how they learned their job, one

respondent said, "Well, it is simple.
what I have to do when I got there."

Anyone can do it.

My boss showed me

When the same respondent was asked how

long it took for him to learn his job, he said, "How long?
just came and showed me.

He (the foreman)

There is not much to talk about."

Given recent trends in changing occupational titles, it was uncertain
that the various job-occupational titles meant unless such titles were
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TABLE 9
CURRENT OCCUPATION OF THE KOREAN AMERIC!\NS
Occupation
ASsistant Supervisor
Auto Mechanic
Civil Service
Engineer
Housewi.f e a
Inspector
Laborer
Manager
General Practitioner (M.D.)
Specialized Medicine
Staff Nurse
Pharmacist
Real Estate
Insurance Salesperson
Air Line Ticket Salesperson
Self-employed
Student a

Per Cent
2.5
2.5
2.5
2.5
5.0
7.5
7.5
2.5
2.5
5.0
32.5
2.5
10.0
2.5
2.5
5.0
5.0

= 40

100.0

Total N

nSee Table 7, footnote.
TABLE 10
CURRENT OCCUPATIONS BY SEX

Job Category
Professional

Sex of Occupant (Per Cent)
(N = 350)
Female
Male
(N=l46)
(N=204)
24~5

37.7

Manageri.al

3.4

2.1

Proprietor

16.2

3.4

Skilled/White Collar

32.8

27.4

Semi/Unskilled

23.0

29.4

Source: Choi, ibid.
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accompanied by the work description of a particular job.

Because of the

uncertainty resulting from the ambiguity, no detailed categorization of occupations has been attempted.
In terms of age, education, income, and occupation, although there
were some differences between the two Korean samples, it was decided the
differences are not significant.

Again, if a random sample of 40 individuals

were made from the sample used by Choi, the results will not be better than
the sample of this study.

So long as the sample size is small, variations

are bound to be greater.·
Comparison with the United
States National Sample
Since the respondents are Koreans living in the United States, they
can be compared to U. S. citizens in general.

Data for the comparison come

from the General Social Survey conducted by the National Opinion Research
Center and supported by the National Science Foundation and the Russell Sage
Foundation.

The general social survey began collecting data in 1972 on

various matters from national samples of adults.

In this study, the data

from both 1974 and 1975 are used because they are different in content
(National Opinion Research Center, 1975:vii).
As both age and work status are highly related with other variables, the
comparison is made by using a subsample of those who work full-time and are aged
between 20 to 50 to match with the Korean sample.
Labor Force Participation
Jaco and Wilber (1975:33) have observed that the Chinese, Filipinos and
Japanese Americans, as compared to the U.S. sample, have a higher proportion
in the labor force; this is also true of the Koreans (90.0 per cent) who participated in this study (Table 11).

Since the labor force participation
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TABLE 11
SEX DISTRIBUTION OF THE U.S. NATIONAL SAMPLE AND THE
KOREAN AMERICANS

Sex

U.S. National
Sample, 1975a
(Per Cent)

Korean
Americans
(Per Cent)

61.8
38.2

52.8
47.2

100.0
435

100.0
36

Male
Female
Total P5r Cent
Total N

au.s. national sample data are from the General Social Survey conducted
by the National Opinion Research Center.
bRespondents who work full-time and aged between 20 to 50.
As seen in Table 11, the sex-based differential labor participation rate
is lower. among Koreans than among Americans.

While men supplied 60 per cent of

the U.S. labor force in 1973 (Boyle, 1973:86),. the percentage rose to 61.8 in
1975.

Among Koreans, men supply a little over one-half of the labor force

(52.8 per cent).
Marital Status
As age has been controlled, there occurs little difference between the
national sample and the Korean sample in their marital status (Table 12).
While 75 per cent of the Koreans are currently married, only 72.2 per cent of
Americans are.

Those who report never being married is about 10 per cent higher

among Koreans than the U.S. sample.

Marital instability is more pronounced

among the U.S. sample than among the Korean sample.
Because of their cultural background, Korean families tend to be quite
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TABLE 12
MARITAL STATUS OF THE U.S. NATIONAL SAMPLE AND THE
KOREAN AMERICANS

U.s·. National
Marital Status
Married
Single
Widowed
Divorced
Separated
Total Per Cent
Total N

Sample, 1975a
(Per Cent)

Korean
Americans
(Per Cent)

72.2
15.6
1.1
7.8
3.2

75.0
25.0

99.9
435

100.0
36

...

~.S. national sample data are from the General Social Survey conducted
by the National Opinion Research Center.

stable.

Koreans who came to this country before marrying find it difficult to

marry here as .there are so few single persons with the same cultural background
and both intermarriage and individual selection of mate is still socially proscribed among many Koreans.

Two of the Koreans in this study reported that

they returned to Korea to get married and then came back to the states.

Others

met their spouse in this country through their family's arrangement in Korea.
Education
Even after controlling both age and full-time working, the U.

s.

National

sample cannot match the educational achievement of Koreans if education in
both countries is considered comparable.

Table 13 shows the mean education of

the U.S. national sample aged between 20 and 50 and work full-time is 12.8
years; the mean education of Koreans is 16.2 years.

r
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TABLE 13
YEARS OF FORMAL EDUCATION AMONG THE U.S. NATIONAL SAMPLE
AND THE KOREAN AMERICANS

U.S. National
Sample, 1975a
(Per Cent)

Years
Less than 12
12 12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20

18.9
38.4
10.l
8.5
2.3
14.0
2.1
3.4
0.7
1.6

Korean Americans
In Korea
In U.S.A.
(Per Cent)
(Per Cent)
11.1

8.3

11.1
63.9
5.6
8.3

2.8
11.1
58.3
5.6
5.6
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Total Per Cent
Mean
Total N

8.3
100.0
12.8
435

100.0
15.6
36

100.0
16.2
36

a

U.S. national sample data are from the General Social Survey conducted
by the National Opinion Research Center.
Among Koreans, formal education has been completed before they immigrate
to the United States.

There is a small difference between the mean education

before coming to this country (15.6) and the mean education in 1975 (16.2).
Jaco and Wilber (1975) have observed high educational achievement among
Asian Americans and Choi (1975) has documented this same achievement for
Koreans.

The high educational achievement raises concern with the problem of

brain drain from the third world to the United States.

Through brain drain,

the third world is said to be subdizing the United States.
In 1968 the Committee on Government Operations of the House of Repre-
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sentatives reported that 20 .8 per cent of the physicians were f,rom developing
countries and

11

•••

the present influx into the U.S. of foreign physicians

represents a value of about 100 million dollars per year, • • • " "
which exceeds the total value of our foreign aid in the medical field" (Van
der Kroef, 1970:221).
Moreover, Public Law 89-236, the Amended Immigration and Nationality
Act, in operation since 1965, facilitates such brain drain by giving preference to "persons in possession of special skills" (Congressional Digest,
1975b:32).
In 1968, the House of Representatives was asked to develop an intergovernmental scheme, under which brain gaining countries would provide the
drained nations with compensation for the value of the educational subsidies invested in the immigrants (Van der Kroef, 1970:230-29), and nothing
has been done.

In the mean time, even if some form of remuneration from

countries which accept foreign-trained professionals is made, others have
doubted the possibility of an accurate assessment of the real cost (Girling,
1974:84-96).
Occupation
Table 14 reports the occupation of the U.S. sample.

Since there has

been no way of grouping occupations reported by the Korean (Table 9) into
standard occupational categories used in Table 14, a clear comparison between
the two groups is not possible.

Simpiy stated, the general impression is that

Koreans tend to be in blue collar occupations more often than the U.S. population and less often in professional occupations than the U.S. population.
Such differences may indicate a high degree of underemployment among Koreans,
especially when their high educational attainment is taken into consideration.
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TABLE 14
OCCUPATION OF THE U.S. NATIONAL SAMPLE

Occupation

Per Cent

Professional, Technical
and Kindred Workers

.18.2

Managers, and Administrators
Sales Workers

18.2

Clerical and Kindred Workers

19.6

Craftsmen and Kindred Workers

16.2

Operatives, Except Transport

12.2

Transport Equipment Operatives
and Non-farm Laborers

3.7

Farm Manngers, Farm Laborers,
and Farm Foremen

1.4

Service Workers

10.6

Total Per Cent
Total N

100.1
434a

aOne person did not answer.
Wage-Salary
A comparison of earnings of the U.S. national sample (Table 15) with that
of the Koreans (Table 7)

cl~arly

shows that, generally,.the Koreans have more

income from earnings than the Americans.

While 21.7 per cent of the U.S.

population has an income of less than $5,000, none of the Koreans has an
income less than $5,200.

Of the Koreans, 60 per cent earn $10,000 or more.

Only 44.4 per cent of the U.S. sample earn a similar amount of money from working.
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TABLE 15
EARNINGS OF THE U.S. NATIONAL SAMPLE

Earnings

Per Cent

Less than $1,000

4.4

$ 1,000-2,999
3,000-3,999
4,000-4,999
5·, ooo-5, 999
6,000-6,999
7,000-7,999
8,000-8,999
10,000-14,999
15,000-19,999
20,000-24,999
25,000 and Over

4.9
5.6
6.8
6.3
6.6
6.8
14.1
27.1
9.3
4.4
3.7

Total Per Cent
Total N

100.0
435

How is it possible that Koreans are paid more than the U. S. population?
The difference may be due to the amount of work many Koreans do in terms of
having two jobs and in terms of over-time work.

In this regard, a physician

said:
I accept any and every over-time work. Some American
doctors refuse to do any over-time work. So I get all. It
is not just me. All Koreans do.
But, for him, the over-time work is not just for money as he explains,
You know, I became a doctor to take care of the sick.
cannot understand those doctors who live by clock.

I

A nurse says,
I have two jobs, one in a hospital and one in this nursing
home. I must do it. Otherwise, I cannot send my children to
private schools and I want my children to have good education.
Yes, we get a lot of money. But I do not know where all the money
goes by the end of the month.
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A forty year old woman working in a garment factory says,

We have piece rate. Actually, it does not pay much. But
if someone in the room make more than I do, I cannot help but
want to do more. You may not know. I did not know either.
But it is interesting to make pretty dresses. I get the hardest
one to make.
Throughout the interviews, it became clear that Koreans work hard
because they need money to establish a new life in a foreign country and to
send their children to good schools.

They see their work as needed and,

therefore, they work hard; also, it is expected by their employers that they
work hard.

Many Koreans send money to relatives and friends in Korea whom

they are supporting.
Preferred Job Characteristics
What characteristics of a job do the U.S. sample and the Koreans prefer
most?

Table 16 presents the percentage distribution of five job character-

istics for both samples.

The noticeable fact is that, while half of the U.S.

sample (49.5 per cent) preferred most the sense of accomplishment in a job
(Quinn, et al., 1974), a similar proportion (47.2 per cent) of the Koreans
0

indicates that a high income is the most preferred job characteristic.
Koreans prefer high

inc~me

most and short working hours least.

Conse-

quently, they work long hours and hold two jobs· in order to obtain as much
income as possible.

In harmony with these facts, they actually had more

income from working than the U.S. sample.
Another noticeable finding contained in Table 16

i~

that 41.7 per cent

of the Koreans refused to identify their preferred job characteristics.
During the interview, many refused to consider the question in hypothetical
terms.
Never mind. You must accept whatever comes along your way.
If you say, you want this or that, they will say, 'Forget it'.
Don't be a dreamer. Do you think they wiil give the jobs they
like to have to you? You must start somewhere.
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TABLE 16
PREFERRED JOB CHARACTERISTICS OF THE U.S. NATIONAL SAMPLE
AND THE KOREAN AMERICANS

National
Sample, 1974
(Per Cent)

Korean
American
(Per Cent)

19.8

47.2

Job Security

7.5

2.8

Short Working Hours

4.6

Preferred Job
Characteristics

U.S~

Income

Advancement

16.9

2.8

Accomplishment

49.5

5.6

1.6

41. 7

99.9

100.1

No Answer
Total Per Cent
Total N

36

438

Because Koreans want money, they care less about other characteristics of a job
which is beyong their reach even if they desired to have it.
The response to the question whether they would continue to work or stop
working if they had as much money as they would like to have for the rest of
their life, is reported in Table 17.

If money were the reason for working

among Koreans, none would report that they would continue working regardless of
the money they would have.

Surprisingly, 80.6 per cent of the Koreans stated

that they will continue to work while 68.6 per cent of the U.S. sample said
they would also.
There may be two reasons that produce this result.

First, Koreans may

refuse to think of the question in hypothetical terms and see unreality in it.

...

F'
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TABLE 17

MONEY AS THE REASONS FOR WORKING AMONG THE U.S. NATIONAL SAMPLE
AND AMONG THE KOREAN AMERICANS
U.S. National
Sample: 1974
(Per Cent)

Korean
Americans
(Per Cent)

Continue to Work

68.6

85.3

Stop Working

31.4

14.7

Total Per Cent

100.0

100.0

Total N

430

work for Money
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Therefore, they say they will continue to work.

Second, although they reported

that the most preferred job characteristic is a high income, they also reported
the importance of other characteristics involved in working.

Women working in

the garment industry enjoy making·pretty and special dresses.

Doctors see the

duty of the health profession as taking care of the sick.
must work; otherwise, you will deteriorate."

Others say, "man

On the whole, it is clear that

people do not work for one reason alone.
Job Satisfaction
Do Americans like their job?

Are they satisfied with it?

According to

Table 18, U.S. workers are definitely more satisfied than Koreans.

While more

than half (55.5 per cent) of the working Americans are very satisfied with
their job, only one-tenth (11.1 per cent) of the Koreans are. 1

lThe difference becomes less pronounced i f "very satisfied" and'lnoderately
satisfied" are considered together. While 87.5 per cent of the U.S. national
.,
sample express some satisfaction, 77.8 per cent of the Korean Americans do likewise.
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It is disconcerting to note that so many Koreans work harp and they are,
at the same time, dissatisfied with their work.

On

the other hand, U.

s.

workers are more satisfied with their jobs, but work less.
For the Koreans of this study, there is little correlation between job
satisfaction and amount of work.
in order to earn money which

They do express a desire to work hard

Hertzberg (1959) hypothesizes as one of the

"hygiene factors" associated with work motivations.

Would Maslow say that

Koreans are motivated by money because they are at the lower level of the need
hierarchy?
If Koreans work so hard on a job with which they are dissatisfied,
what is the price they are paying for their life?

If work has a spill-over

effect on the life of the worker and his family (Quinn, et al., 1974), the
question is more than academic for the concerned.

Even if Koreans work in

terms of a path-goal analysis (Strauss, 1974:34), the quality of work life
would have some influence on the quality of life.
Life Satisfaction
The quality of life movement has not yet found a way of defining and
measuring its central concern--the quality of life (Bauer, 1966; Shonfield
and Shaw, 1972; Suuittelukeskus, 1973).

Respondents were asked, "Taken

together, how would you say things are these days--would you say that you are
very happy, pretty happy, or not too happy?"

Table 15 provides the propor-

tions of the responses.
First, the differences between job satisfaction and life satisfaction
are greater among the U.S. sample than among Koreans.

While 55.5 per cent

of the Americans expressed high job satisfaction, only one-third of them
(33.3 per cent) expressed similar happiness with life in general.

Second,

Koreans have a similar feeling toward their life as a whole as they did

28
toward their job.

For both groups, satisfaction with life seems to be lower

than their satisfaction with their job.

But, since the difference is not

large, work is seen to have a certain spillover effect on life.

At the same

time, since there is some change, especially among Americans, it must also be
recognized that life is not a function of work along.
TABLE 18
JOB SATISFACTION AMONG THE U.S. NATIONAL SAMPLE

AND AMONG THE KOREAN AMERICANS

Job Satisfaction

U.S. National
Sample, 1975
(Per Cent)

Korean
Americans
(Per Cent)

Very Satisfied

55.5

11.1

Moderately Satisfied

32.0

66.7

Because the Korean sample size is small, the comparisons have been made
simply in temrs of the marginal distributions.

At the same time, since age

and work status are controlled, the comparisons certainly have some meaning.
Therefore, the following sunnnaries are made, but with caution.

1.

The labor participation rate is much higher among Koreans than

~mong

the U.S. sample and the difference is greater among women than among men.
Consequently, the sex ratio among Korean workers is higher than among the U.S.
sample;

2. there was virtually no difference in marital status although the

U.S. sample had a higher rate of marital instability and the proportion of
single people is higher among Koreans than Americans; 3. without doubt, if
formal education 1.n both countries is considered equal, Korean are more
educated. 4. occupationally, the U.S. sample appeared to be a little more
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prosperous than the Koreans even though there was difficulty in deciding the
occupation for'Koreans; 5.

although the difference is less pronounced than
TABLE 19

LIFE SATISFACTION AMONG THE U.S. NATIONAL SAMPLE
AND AMONG THE KOREAN AMERICANS

U.S. National
Sample, 1975
(Per Cent)

Korean
Americans
(Per Cent)

Very Happy

33.0

13.9

Sometimes Happy

57.0

61.l

9.9

25.0

Total Per Cent

100.0

100.0

Total N

433

Life Satisfaction

Not Too Happy

in education, Koreans receive

mo~e
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income from their work; 6. while half of

the U.S. sample preferred a sense of accomplishment in their work, Koreans
preferred a high income; 7. the proportion saying they would continue working
regardless of money was higher among Koreans; 8. while over half of the U.S.
sample expressed high job satisfaction, a similar satisfaction was expressed
by one-tenth of the Koreans; 1 9. and one-third of the Americans and one-tenth
of the Koreans reported they are very satisfied with their life in general.
Korean Americans
The comparison of Koreans with the U.S. sample provides an
context within which the Koreans lead their new life.

11

objective"

But what about the

1The difference for the moderate job satisfaction was much less as has
been stated above.
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'
subjective world where man finds the meaning of his social reality?

Once

formulated, a person's definition of what is real becomes the "true" world
for the definer.

These definitions have real effects--consequences that

transform the definitions into self-fulfilling prophecies (Merton, 1968:182).
Therefore, it is important to uncover how·Koreans perceive characteristics of
their job and their relative position in American society.
Selected Job Characteristics.--What do Koreans think of various aspects
of their job?

Table 20 presents a simple distribution of five aspects of

their jobs; are they satisfied with their pay?
good job security?

Do they think they have a

How is the length of the working hours?

their chance of advancement and promotion?

How do they see

Do they consider their work

meaningful and are they satisfied with the importance of their work?
TABLE 20
SATISFACTION WITH FIVE JOB CHARACTERISTICS AMONG
THE KOREAN AMERICANS

Job Characteristi.cs
Working
Chance for
Hours
Promotion

Importance
of the Job

Satisfaction

Pay

Security

Highly
Satisfied

21.9

9.4

9.7

3.2

25.0

Satisfied

59.4

71.9

61.3

45.2

46.9

Dissatisfied

12.5

15.6

29.0

41.9

15.6

Highly
Dissatisfied

6.3

3.1

9.7

12.5

Total Per Cent

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0
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32

31

31

32

Total

N

...
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Satisfaction with the Job and with Job Characterlstics.-...!The five rnarfinals of Table 20 show that the model response is "agree" and, except for
the chance for promotion, more than two-thirds reported they are either very
satisfied or moderately satisfied with their income, job security, number of
working hours, and importance of their work.

Even for promotion, almost half

either "strongly agree" (3.2 per cent) or .. agree" (45.2 per cent) that there
i~ a good chance for promotion.

But, why is it that only one-tenth of the

entire sample expressed high satisfaction with their job (Table 18), while a
larger proportion consider various aspects of their job good?

Two speculations

may provide some clue for the inconsistency.
First, what are the components or ingredients that are necessary for
"job satisfaction?"
overall satisfaction?

Is satisfaction with one aspect of a job related with
If so, is it related negatively or positively?

Do

those elements produce a compound and interactive effect for general job
satisfaction?
If job satisfaction is an outcome from many and various cators (Katz
and Kahn, 1966:368-373; Price, 1968:150-151; Porter, 1975:291-300), clearly
five elements considered here do not cover all relevant elements with which
overall satisfaction may be predicted.

In other words, knowing the expressed

satisfaction with pay, job security, short working hours, chance for pro'motion, and the importance of the work are not sufficient enough to predict
overall satisfaction.
Second, there is a change in the specificity with which the locus of
control is identified when a job as ·a whole, and the five elements of a job
are evaluated.

"Job", as a whole, is an abstraction, while the pay is not.

As an FJ,bstraction, the term "job" is not associated with an actor, either
corporate or individual, where the locus of control rests.

When a worker
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says, "I hate my job" or "I love my job," he neither blames nor praises his
company or the agent of the company.
On the other hand, questions of pay, job security, short working hours,
promotion, and the sense of accomplishment indicate the locus of control
more specifically.

For many workers, it is the company who decides the pay

and the boss who decides promotion or demotion.
When the agent for an element of a job is identified, it is that agent
the worker praises or blames by expressing satisfaction or dissatisfaction
with that element over which the agent has control.

When a Korean says, "I

think my pay is too low," he also says that the company is unfair.

If he

says, "Nobody cares about the workers," he feels he is saying "They are concerned with production only."
Since they are not blaming someone in specific by saying, "I do not
like my job, Ii Koreans may feel free to say so.

But since they are blaming

someone, individual or corporate, by saying, "My pay is too low," they may be
more hesitant to do so.
Finally, it is hypothesized that, to some extent, Koreans still live
within the Korean cultural norms and they are normatively expected not to
blame an actor in authority as it is the case in other traditional societies
where the hierarchical structure of the society and the sacral conception of
authority produce excessive submissiveness among the people and where there is
such a tradition of hierarchy that "the expression of hostility toward the
more powerful and the otherwise more advantaged is inhibited" (Shils, 1968:
16).

It is this fact that may explain such absense of hostility toward the

host society and the people of that society.
At this junction, it would be interesting to speculate the question of
the transfer of cultural forms from one country to another, in itself and in
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relation to the carry-over problem of what has been learned in •the cultural
island of the laboratory setting (Porter, et al., 1975:443).
If such cultural norms of Korea are working in the evaluation of the
five elements of a job, it would be safe to accept a strong satisfaction as
"simple" satisfaction.

Korean cultural norms forbid criticism against

authority more than they advocate praise for it.

A Korean may say he is

satisfied with the pay but, in reality, he is expressing dissatisfaction.
Importance of the Work.--Twenty-five per cent of the respondents
expressed belief in the importance of their work (Table 20).

A medical

research doctor whose main work is reading slides stated,
How important my work? I must decide whether the patient on
the surgery table has a cancer or not within a minute. The time
I spend in the decision-making costs the patient his fortune.
The decision I make determines the next move of those doctors in
the surgery. Unless the work was so important, they would not
have invited me to come.
When asked,

n •••

not have invited • • • "he replied,

Oh yes. Whatever the malpractice suit has done for the health
care of the people, it has been a blessing for Korean doctors. In
the past, your qualification was nothing if you were yellow, now if
you read the slide and read accurately, the hospital and the
American doctors_depend on you.
His comments are particularly interesting in that they note the importance
of the legal system, the latent function of a law, and the relationship between
the nature of the skill and the importance of personal characteristics.

First,

there is little question what the immigration laws, laws of the civil rights
of minorities, laws for the transfer of licenses and degrees across countries,
and other laws and policies co for inunigrants.
Second, some laws produce unforeseen and unintended consequences.
controlling medical practice has produced such a lat
physicians.

Because of malpractice suits, recent! ,

~~~iCfic:it?§~

The
rean

~chn~~o1l_i,kit~e ame
UNIVERSITY

i...IBR11 QV

34
as important as personal characteristics have been in the past.'

Today, Korean

medical professionals are allowed to compete on the basis of their skills,
less hampered by their national background.
Third, it has been observed, where technical skills are very important,
unpleasant personal characteristics are overlooked if competence is high
(Strauss, 1972:177).

Some specialists are in a commanding post but not

formally.
A nurse working in a nursing home said her work is important but for a
different reason.

She said,

I think every work is important. It is not what you do.
The work being done must be done. Someone must do.
Others feel their work is less important.

A thirty-year-old woman said,

I do not like my job. I hope to take the state board
and apply for a pharmacist's position in some hospital.
Wage-Salary.--After the importance of work, salaries receive the
highest proportion (21.9 per cent) of strong satisfaction.
said, "Yes, the pay is good.

First, they

Here, they give you for the work you do.

It

is essentially fair in that they pay for your work regardless who you are. 11
It is not the absolute amount of pay which is the focus of their
evaluation.

As Goodman:' s equity theory would have predicted (Steers and

Porter, 1975), Koreans seemed to compare their pay with the earnings of
Koreans living in Korea and other Americans who do the same type of work.
, Those who expressed a negative feeling toward their pay tended to
evaluate their pay not in terms of Koreans in Korea or Americans doing
similar work, but in terms of the income of Americans whose occupation they
desire to have.

Since at least half of the Koreans state that a high income

is the most important factor in a job, dissatisfaction with the pay may be
quite problematic for them.
{

They may still be dissatisfied with the pay,
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whatever the amount may be, since high income is so important.

They con-

sider income as the most essential part of a job.
Not unlike earlier immigrants, many Koreans came to America for the
economic opportunities America is known to provide.

Their leaving Korea is,

in a sense, comparable to dissertion during war time and their objective is
high achievement in whatever they undertake, which rids them of a "guilt
complex."

And by sending money "home" they feel they are declaring their

loyalty to Korea.
Korean newspapers occasionally report donations to charitable organizations in Korea and to individuals in difficulties.

Recently the Hankook

Ilbo Miju News carried a story about a group of Korean women in Chicago
collecting money for a sick widow with three children living in Seoul.

So,

for various reasons, income does become very important to Koreans.
Job Security.--For both job security and short working hours, only onetenth of the Koreans expressed satisfaction for different but seemingly
related reasons.

Because of job insecurity, Koreans work longer hours and

extra hard with the hope that their good performance will improve their job
security.
But, why do Koreans feel so insecure in their job?

An "over-qualifica-

tion" among blue-collar workers, "under-qualification" among professionals,
and discrimination among physicians threaten the Koreans in almost any kind
of job they presently have.
The problem of over qualification is particularly stronger among Koreans
whose education has been in a non-technical area.

A young man with a politi-

cal science degree said,
When I came to this country, I tried to find job but I could
not. Finally, my friend told me that I should say that I graduate
from high school. So I got the job that I have.

36
The problem of over qualification is not limited to
technical skills.

thos~

without

A man with an electric engineering degree is working in

a gas station because his education was useful only for the Korean electric
system.

But as a laborer, he is over qualified.

While over qualification is a problem for those who must settle for
blue-collar jobs, those with skills demanded by this country suffer from
underqualification because they must pass U. S. tests.

Korean nurses without

state board certification have said,.
Job security? He (manager) said, I must leave after the
six month permit is over unless I pass the state board.
The problem encountered by pharmacists is worse.

In order to take the state

board examination, Korean pharmacists must have two years of work experience;
in order to have such work experience, they must get a recommendation from
a registered American pharmacist who promises a job after the experience.
It is not easy to get such a recommendation because there are few pharmacists
who can promise a job and because, once registered, Koreans become their
competitors in the labor market.

Also, the pay is so low during this work

experience that few Koreans can afford to take the job.
Similar problems are als9 encountered by recent immigrant physicians.
Except for Nebraska and New Hexico, all other states require two years of
internship oefore a physician can take the state board.

Since 1971, the

American Nedical Association incorporated the internship program into the
medical schools.

No one knows how many Koreans can enter a U.S. medical school

even i f they could afford the cost which was $60,000 in 1969 (Hapgood, 1969).
Even if the main purpose of incorporating the internship program into
the medical school was not the "birth control" over the U.S. diploma, it has
been an "abortion" for foreign conceived physicians.

Here, again, the
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importance of a legal provision is clearly demonstrated.

Also 'clear is the

unintended consequence of a policy change by a powerful corporate body, the
Aff.A.

The third category of reasons given for the felt job insecurity,
namely, discrimination, is most frequently expressed by those who are in a
job for which they are qualified in terms U.S. requirements but feel they
may be deprived of their job in favor of an American.

A medical doctor said,

When they can get an American, they may let me go. They
keep me because they cannot get anyone who can do the work.
Another physician said,
I think American doctors feel they are invaded by foreign
doctors. There is a lot of competition. They do not like it.
Also, Koreans are hired later than the majority of their co-workers and
therefore, when there is a reduction in the work force, they are the first to
lose their job.

On the whole, if employment is high among Koreans, their job

security is very low.

The problem of over-qualification among blue-collar

workers, under-qualification among professionals, and discrimination in the
medical field all threaten their hard found jobs.
quences of laws and corporate policies.

Hany problems are conse-

Given such formal legitimation, many

Americans are obliged to "discriminate" if they are to follow the law.
Length of the Working Hours.--Also, only one-tenth of the Korean workers
agreed that their working hours are short (Table 20).

It has been stated

that many Koreans work longer hours to improve their job security, to earn
more money, to provide needed work, and to produce more products.
Since Koreans do not consider short working hours important, they
would work longer.

Since they think that they must work long hours, they

as well choose not to consider working short hours is important for them.
Both factors certainly reinforce each other.

This phenomenon may also be at
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work for other minority groups such as Spanish-speaking people 'who are traditionally hard workers (Purcell and Cavanagh, 1972:92).
The fact that Korean workers are hard workers has been recognized in
that there are organizations with Korean employees in a large number and
that such organizations are willing to hire Koreans.
randomly distributed.
work.

Korean workers are not

Rather there are pockets of the Korean workers in

Though the use of the grapevine in locating jobs may produce similar

results, unless the located job is obtained, such use of the grapevine in
locating jobs cannot account for the present distribution of workers.
While such favorable responses by organizations with Korean employees
facilitate the employment opportunities, studies on informal groups in work
places may predict problems if their work is noted by their coworkers who
prefer "right performance" (Porter, et al., 1975:77).

Are Koreans rate-

busters whom the informal norms condemn and the work group must control
through subtle and effective means?
Promotion.--As only a few Koreans feel secure in their job, it is not
surprising to note that still fewer Koreans see an opportunity for promotion.
Table 20 shows that 3.2 per cent agree there is a chance for promotion.

When

asked his chance for a promotion, a young male laborer said,
Promotion? Never for Koreans. It is a hard job to be a boss.
Besides, Koreans cannot be above Americans.
A pathologist said,
For me, promotion means becoming the director of the department.
But, though I have more education and training in this country than
the director does, I will be never a director. It just pays too
much for them to give it to a Korean. Also, it is too prestigious,
too visibl~, and too powerful. They hire me for my speciality, not
for an administrative position.
Publication is the way for me to advance at this point. But,
in this kind of hospital, you can do case studies. But, at the
present, the market is not good for case studies.
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The general impression that emerged in listening to the Koreans is
that none consider a promotion even as possibility for the near future.
Table 16 also shows that Koreans do not consider promotion important when
they are seeking employment.

Feeling this way, Koreans have probably

decided that it_ is not important to them.
adaptive?

Is this decision adaptive or mal-

What would the expectance-valence theory of motivation mean when

the valence changes after expectancy?

Does income have such significance

because there is no chance for an influential and prestigious job?

Are

Koreans trying to satisfy the lower level needs of Maslow?
Four Types of Skills.--An examination of various points as a whole
makes it clear that two dimensions of the skills possessed by Koreans greatly
affect occupational problems.

Whether the skill is technical or non-tech-

nical and whether the skill is just for home consumption in Korea or exportable to the United States are the two dimensions of skill particularly
important.
First, the two dimensions are certainly related.
to be more exportable than other skills.
>

Technical skills tend

But certain technical skills such

as electric engineering are useful only in a country which has a similar
electric system as Korea.

Also, non-technical skills such as folk singers

are for home consumption while other non-technical

skills such as Protestant

ministry is quite exportable at the present when the new Korean immigrants
find a home in a Korean church with Koreans ministers, as many earlier immigrants have (Lenski, 1960:362-366; Greeley, 1972:110-112; Skerrett, 1976:16).
Second, the nature of the skill in terms of home consumption and
exportability also depends on various other factors.

Medical doctors have

become less exportable since the changes in the U.S. home production and in
the internship program.

If the recent fascination with the Orient among

r
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certain Americans grows, there may come a day when there is a great demand
for Korean poets.

Also, if Koreans follow the early immigrants in their

religious practices, someday, Protestant ministers will find no Korean
churches to_serve.
Another important factor influencing the exportability of a skill is
seen in the Catholic ministry.

To date, there is no Korean Catholic priest in

a formal position in the Korean Catholic church in Chicago.

Moreover, such

trans-national control of personnel is possible because the organization is
internationally structured and hierarchically controlled.

Although Catholic

and Protestant ministries are both religious skills, the Protestant ministry
is exportable while the Catholic is not because of organizational factors
and top management philosophy and practice.
Cross-tabulating the two dichotomous dimensions produces four types of
skills as shown in Chart L

The impressionistic observation is that skills
CHART 1
TYPES OF SKILLS
Home Consumption

Exportability

Technical

1

3

Non-technical

2

4

1.

Electric Engineering

2.

Korean Literature

3.

Health Professionals

4.

Protestant Ministry

of the third type (cell 3) are still good in employment and pay.

Koreans

with the first type of skills do not directly use their skills but work in
related areas.

Those with the second type of skills are completely in alien
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occupations and appear to be worse off, at least, financially.
information for the fourth type.

There is no

Because it is developed, the data in this

study may be used more fruitfully for a future study.
Perceived Di~cr!:J2_ancy for
Job and For Wage-Sal?.E.Y_
If Koreans see that their job and/or pay is other than what Americans
with their qualifications would have, it is defined that there is job or pay
discrepancy.

If Koreans think that such discrepancy is unfair, there is a

pay or job discrimination.

A measure of job discrepancy is obtained by the

response to the question, "if you were an American, would you have the same
job you have now, a better job, a worse job?" and a measure of pay discrepancy by the response to the question,

11

if you were an American, do you think

you would be paid the same amount of money, less money, or more money for
the job you are doing now?"
The respondents appeared to be quite hesitant in responding to the two
questions.

It was uncertain whether they were hesitant because they were not

sure or they were hesitant because they did not like to state that there is
discrimination.
Table 21 reports the perceived discrepancy between the actual jobs and
hypothetical jobs Koreans would have if they were Americans.

About half the

Koreans said they would have the same job and the other half said they would
have a better job.
Although Table 21 has not been cross-tabulated with other variables,
it may be noted that most of the health professionals said they would have
the same job while others said they would have a better job.

This is probably

due to the fact that health professionals already work in their own field
while others do not.
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TABLE 21
JOB DISCREPANCY AMONG THE KOREAN AMERICANS
Discrepancy

Per Cent

Better Job
Same Job
Worse Job
Other Job

46.9
46.9
3.1
3.1
100.0

Total Per Cent

32

Total N

At the same time, health professionals consistently differentiated the
place of their work and the possible and more desirable place of work for
themselves.

Nurses working in nursing homes see working in hospitals as

more desirable.

Physicians in certain hospitals expressed a desire to work

in other hospitals.
If this observation is accurate, future researchers should differentiate
between work and place of work.

The perceived discrepancy and/or discrimina-

tion in terms of work would mean different things from the perceived discrepancy and/or discrimination in terms of place of work.
Table 22 presents the simple distribution showing that more Koreans
TABLE 22
PAY DISCREPANCY AMONG THE KOREAN AMERICANS
Discrepancy

Per Cent

More Money
Same Amount
Other

42.4
54.5
3.0

Total N ,.. 33
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think being American makes little difference in pay than those who think so
for the job.

Whereas 42.4 per cent of the respondents consider being

American means more pay, 46.9 per cent thought it would mean a better job.
Those who felt there is no· pay difference frequently said,
They pay you for your work. I do not know how much they are
paid. But I am sure they would pay us as much as they pay others
because pay depends on your work.
A number of physicians felt differently:
Well, they hired me because I would demand less for the same
work. If they were not going to profit in hiring me, they would
have never hired me.
Clearly, it appears that the upper-occupational groups tended to report
pay discrepancy more often than others.

Probably at the hourly pay level,

the wage may be known and employees are uniformly paid; on the upper level,
where the pay is unknown and simple secrecy may act as indicating the discrepancy.

If secrecy does so act, the present controversey over control of

various information in the various sectors of society raise many important
questions.

For example, what does the social audit do and what for whom,

whenis it made public?

(Bauer and Fenn, 1973:l12}.

Reactions to perceived Discrepancies.--About half the respondents perceived some discrepancy in their job and pay, and about half of them consider
the situation problematic, that is, there is discrimination for their job
(Table 23 and for their pay (Table 24).
TABLE 23
RESPONSE TO JOB DISCREPANCY AMONG THE KOREAN AMERICANS
Response
No Problem
Problematic
Total N • 28

Per Cent
46.4
53.6
100.0
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TABLE 24
RESPONSE TO PAY DISCREPANCY AMONG THE KOREAN AMERICANS
Per Cent

Response

46.4

No Problem
Problematic
Total N

53.6

= 26

100.0

Understandably, the main reason for having no problem was that the
Korean workers saw no discrepancy.

At the same time, some of those who saw

no discrepancy still expressed difficulty while others who saw a discrepancy
did not express problems.

Besides seeing no discrepancy, the justifiability of

the discrepancy and an understanding or being unable to condemn the practice
reduced the problem experienced.
The main reason that justified the perceived discrepancies is their own
incompetency, as they defined it for themselves, and such "self-imposed"
incompetency is due to a language barrier and the loss of relevance of their
past education and experience by immigrating to the United States.

Comments

such as "I do not speak English well," "My education is not recognized
because it has no value in this country, and"I know les·s- 'than a high school
graduate does," are often made.

With this self-imposed incompetence, Koreans

say, "I understand why Americans must treat us as they do."

When the dis-

crepancy is justified, Koreans feel the source of the problem is within
themselves, and having done this, no blame can be put on Americans.
There are other Koreans who see the problem but do not condemn Americans
because they see Koreans no better than Americans.

They say, "If you are

unjust, you have no right to sit on the judgment seat to condemn others who
are just like you."

A young man said,
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I think, before we talk about Americans, we must examine
ourselves. We are not better than Americans. We say, 'Don't
discriminate'. But we move out of this black apartment as
soon as we can. You have no right to say, 'Americans are bad'.
Another said,
Discrimination? How do we treat the Chinese in Korea?
They can run only small shops.·
Still, an older man said,
It is a country of immigrants; here, first come, first
serve is the law. The problem is that we came late. Do
not complain. It took ages for the Polish to become American.
It will take time for us too.
Be patient. Work hard in
silence. It will be better, if not for us, at least for our
children.
Having justified and/or unable to condemn discrepancies, half the
Koreans do not experience discrimination even if they recognize discrepancies.

Also, others see no problem because there is no discrepancy for

them.
Variations in the Exnerience of Difficulties.--Given the small sample,
there is no way to investigate variations due to other variables.

Table 25

presents the effect of wage-salary on the difficulties experienced by job
and pay discrepancies.

No other variable seemed to produce a greater effect

than the wage-salary did.
TABLE 25
EFFECT OF EARNINGS ON RESPONSES TO JOB AND PAY DISCREPANCIES

Earnings
$ 4,000-$7,999
$·8,000-$9,999
$10,000-and Over
Column Total N
*Row Percentage

Responses
Pay Discrepancy
Job Discrepancy~~~
No Problem
Problematic
No Problem
Problematic
33.3*1~

15.4*

66.7
28.6

...

100.0
33.3

40.0
15.4
56.3
69.2
13

60.0
21.4
43.8
50.0
14

25.0
8.3
61.1
91. 7
12
**Column Percentage

75.0
20.0
38.9
46.7
15
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For both pay and job, the difficulties experienced decrea~e with an
increase in pay.

But, understandably, the decrease is greater for the pay

discrepancy than the job discrepancy.

While 66.7 per cent of those with an

income of .less than $8,000 had difficulties with thetr j~b discrepancy, 43.8
per cent of those whose income was greater than $10,000 had the same difficulty.

On the other hand, 100 per cent of those earning less than $8,000

expressed difficulty in the existing pay discrepancy, only 38.9 per cent of
those earning more than $10,000 did so.
Because income from work has been clearly very important for Korean
Americans, the amount of income they receive from working has a great effect
in their experiences of discrepancy in job and pay.
The Distribution of the Korean
American Labor Force
In order to assure that the information provided for their job will be
confidential, the name of the place where Koreans work has not been asked
during the interview.

Because place of work is an important factor, although

not used in thie study, an attempt has been made to locate the organizations
employing at least five Koreans.
complete list.

As expected, it was impossible to collect a

According to Chart 2, Tempel Steel Company employs the largest

number of Koreans in the Chicago metropolitan area.

Since the company has a

number of Koreans, it would be an ideal company for a comparative study among
minorities if it also hires other minorities.

It would be interesting to

i?quire through what processes the company came to employ so many Koreans.
Why and how did the first risk-taking step in employing the first Korean
worker take place?

What does the company do for the Koreans as part of its

social responsibility.
Korean Businesses in Chicago
A casual walk down the north side of Clark Street will show that the old
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Japanese corner has become a Korean town or the Korean Wall Street.

CHART

Restau-

2

DISTRIBUTION OF KOREAN .AMERICAN LABOR FORCE

Employing Agency

Estimate N*
100-200
25-30
20-25
10-20

Tempel Steel Company
Lake Shore Nursing Home
Edgewater Hospital
Schwinn Bicycle Company
American Carbon Company
Bell and Howell Company
Zenith Radio Corporation

?
?
?

*The estimated Korean workers are numbered with the range.

? = No estimation available.
Source of Data:

Interview with the Executive Director of the Center for
the Korean American Conununity Services; interview with a
reporter of the Hankook Ilbo Miju News.

rants, grocery stores, gift shops, and travel agencies are identifiable by
their Korean name on the door or Korean workers.

Family business and papa-

mama stores for the Koreans are growing and many Koreans working in other jobs
expressed their hope to run their own business some day when they earned
enough money to start the business.

A man who operates a snack shop on Lincoln

Avenue said, "I like this much better.

Here I am the boss."

Chart 3 presents a few Korean-owned and Korean businesses that have been
observed.

The bu.sinesses are grouped on the basis of the majority clientele.

Some business is mainly for Koreans; others are for various minorities; still
others are mainly for the white Americans.
Understandably, churches, grocery stores, newspapers, real estate,
restaurants, and travel agencies operated by Koreans are exclusively for
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Koreans.

On the other hand, it is known that health clinics o'perated by

Korean physicians, especially in South Chicago are for various minorities
and poor whites.

Korean-owned snack shops invite mixed groups.

Protestant

CHART 3
KOREAN BUSINESS IN CHICAGO

Korean Clientele*
Churches
Grocery Stores
Newspapers
Real Estate Companies
Restaurants
Travel Agencies
Mixed Clientele
Health Clinics
Hospital-Ministry
Snack Shops
White Clientele
Athletic Clubs
Beauty Salons
Wig Shops
*Categorization is based on the majority of the clientele served.
Source:

Interview with the Executive Director of the Center for the Korean
American Community Services; interview with a reported of the
Hankook Ilbo Miju News.

ministers are proud because they are the only ministers who are available when
a Korean parishoner seeks .advice.

It is comforting to know one can speak to

a Korean minister because of shared minority status.
In some sectors of American society, it is popular to learn Oriental
sports such as Karate and Judo under Korean instructors.

Korea has exported

wigs for many years and according to some observers, wig shops are many in
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Chicago.

Many Korean women both own and work in beauty shops.;

Clearly, the

main clientele for Oriental sports, wig shops, and hair stylists consists of
white Americans.
Chart 3 was prepared to provide a larger context within which Koreans
lead their life.

Also, a detailed study of the three types of business

would produce interesting work.

Organizations that employ Koreans and Korean-

owned businesses are the larger context within which Koreans work.

There is

little question that the interview material must be understood in the total
context of work and the total context of work in the total context of
American society.
Conclusions and Discussion
A number of speculations on why Koreans appear so passive in their
orientation to the life situation in this country and how well Koreans of
this study speak English will be presented as speculations and as hypotheses.
Passivi~:Y.

Korean Americans appear to be passive in that they have not expressed
hostility for their difficulties, and if they saw discrimination, either
justified or not, did not condemn it.

Among themselves, they encourage

one another to accept the difficulties and discourage any type of complaints
or resentement, pointing out that there is no use and it is better to work
hard in silence.

However, with all of their difficulties, whether "self-

irnposed" or not, they feel they are better off now than when they were in
Korea.
The fact that traditional societies develop submission has been known
(Shils, 1968).

In that sense, Koreans may be culturally passive.

It is

also suggested that the selective migration among more individualistically
oriented innnigrants, experience of weak governements in Korea, and a sense
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of guilt in leaving the home country in search for one's life work, produces
such a high passivity.
It is suggested that the rate of innnigration is much higher among
those who are individualistic in their approach to life and who tend to be
escapist.

They are individualistic in that they have individually left

Korea where many people suffer and thereby, refused to work together to ease
the problem.

They have solved the problem of life by leaving a poor country.

They are escapists in that they have left the situation rather than facing
the· situation.
If the U. S. population places confidence in what their government can
do (Dye, 1972:298), people in poor countries are known for their distance
and distrust of their government (Shils, 1975).

Koreans have experienced

little benefits from their governments; they would subscribe to the ideology
that the least government is the best government.

Coming to this country

does not immediately change their conception of what the government can and
will do for people.

Nor does their experience with private enterprises

facilitate their search for assistance from private corporate bodies in
this country.

Thus, most Koreans have decided to adjust to a situation rather

than try to change it.
Another contributing factor to the passivity is suggested to be the
sense of guilt they f e~l in leaving Korea.

Although they have accepted the

individualist approach to the problems, they still have discomfort in their
leaving difficult life for others to lead.

Having left Korea, seeking

assistance from another society would produce cognitive dissonance.

If

they have justified their individualistic approach to life, they would not
be able to allow themselves to violate their own principal.
Certainly, their passivity can be a function of many factors and these
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cannot be easily explained.

But as an hypothesis, it makes sense that

Korean Americans having experienced few benefits from their government and
other corporate bodies in Korea would find it hard to expect that anything
would be done to ease their situation.

Given such low expectancy, whatever

the valence of changing the situation may be, there will be only passivity.
Having left their own country in search for individual comfort, Korean
immigrants cannot afford to request assistance from others as this is against
their principle.

These related forces would reinforce each other to increase

and reaffirm their passivity.

All these processes are facilitated and

supported by the larger cultural systems of traditional societies.
Language Barrier
Koreans of this study constantly mentioned they cannot speak English.
Because the interview was conducted in Korean, there is no evidence of their
inability to speak English.

An American nurse working with Korean nurses

said,
Yes, at the beginning it was hard. But, now, if I know
what they are talking about, I can understand them. If they
tell me just a few words, I already know what the problem is.
A male graduate student talked about his karate instructor:
We really have fun. He uses words not sentences. We
watch him and do exactly as he does. Actually, you don't
have to say much. It is all gesture. But when he tries to
tell us the underlying philosophy or the spirit, he is in
a real trouble. It is a mystery. In any case, it is real fun.
The language barrier is more severe among the recent comers and the
majority of Koreans of this study came here less than three years ago.
Certainly, learning a language takes time.

Koreans, after their arrival, and

for some years thereafter, associate exclusively with other Koreans and speaking English among Koreans is forbidden.

Recent comers may work with other

Koreans which gives little chance in meeting Americans.

And if they work
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with Americans, conversations at work tend to be limited in variety and
quantity.

Koreans rarely associate with American co-workers once they

leave their job.

For these reasons alone, it is not surprising that the

majority of the respondents expressed difficulty in speaking English.
In concluding this study, it should be recalled that the preceeding
analysis has been mainly exploratory in nature.

A large part of the report

has consisted of interpretations based on personal experience, participant
observation, conversations with other Koreans, and inferences drawn from
studies of other immigrant groups.

Similarly, the limitations created by

the nature of empirical data collected for this study and the consequent
inappropriateness of some of the standard validity and reliability checks
available under other research circumstances caution against generalization
from these data to the whole population of Korean Americans in Chicago.
The intent of the study, therefore, has been modest to provide a broad
sketch of the social situation of Korean Americans that will both illuminate
the experience of the newly arrived innnigrant group and provide the basis
for constructing a more precise sociological hypotheses for future research.
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Korea Week
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APPENDIX

APPENDIX

COLUMN
DEMOGRAPHIC DATA
1.

Age

Years

2.

Sex

1.

3.

Marital Status

10

Male

2.

Female

11

1.
2.

Married
Single
Other (Specify)

12

3.
4.

Number of Dependents
PRE-IMMIGRATION DATA

5.

·.
Years of Formal Education

6.

Degree

---

AB

2.
3.

MA
Ph.D.
M.D.
Other (Specify)

4.

14-15
16

1.

5.

7.

Years

17

Major Field
Specify

8.

Occupation or Job Title

18-19

9.

Duties on the Job or the Kind of Work

20-21

10.

Date of Arrival

Year

11.

Years of Formal Education

12.

Degree

---·----

1.

AB

2.

Masters
Ph.D.

'22~23

24

3.
4.

lID

5.

Other (Specify)~---~57

25

58

13.

Major Field
26

14.

Occupation or Job Title

27-28

15.

Duties on the Job or the Kind of Work

29-30

16.

Salaries/Wages

31-35

$

GSS 1975
17.

On the whole, how satisfied are you with work you do-would you say you are very satisfied, moderately satisfied 36
a little dissatisfied, or very dissatisfied?
1.
2.

3.
4.
18.

Very Satisfied
Moderately Satisfied
A little Dissatisfied
Very Dissatisfied

Taken all together, how would you say things are these days-would you say that you are very happy, pretty.happy, or not
too happy?
1.
2.
3.

37

Very Happy
Pretty Happy
Not Too Happy

GSS 1974
19.

thing
and fourth?
1.
2.
3.

Which~

would you prefer most in a job, next, third,

High Income
No Danger of Being Fired
-----Working hours are Short, Lots of
Free Time
~-~-------4. · Chances for Advancement
------·5. Work Important and Gives
a
Feeling of Accomplishment

------------

---

38
39
40

41
42

59
20.

If you were to get enough money to live as comfortably as
you would like for the rest of your life, would you continue
to work or would you stop working?

1.
2.

43

Continue to work
Stop Working

IF YOU WERE AN AMERICAN
21.

If you were an American, would you think you would have
the same job you have now, a better job, or a worse job?
1.
2.
3.

44

A Better Job
The Same Job
A Worse Job

22.

How would you feel about it?

45-46

23.

Why do you think so?

47-48

24.

If you were an American, would you think you would be
paid the same amount, of money, less money, or more
money for the job that you are doing now?

49

1.
2.
3.

More
Same
Less

25.

Why would you think so?

50-51

26.

How do you feel about it?

52-53

PRESENT JOB
27.

In regard to your present job, would you strongly agree,
agree, disagree, or strong disagree on the following
statements?
1
2
3
4
SA
A
D
SD
a. The pay is good.
b. I will not be fired
c. Working hours are short
d. I have a good chance
for promotion and
advancement
e. My Work is important and
gives me a feeling of
accomplishment

54

55
56
57

58

59

APPROVAL FORM
The master's thesis submitted by Young Ja Kim has been read and
approved by the members of the Department of Sociology.
The final copies have been examined by the director of the thesis
and the signature which appears below verifies the fact any necessary
changes have been incorporated and that the thesis is now given final
approval with reference to content and form.
The thesis is, therefore, accepted in partial fulfillment for
the requirements of the degree of Master of Arts of Philosophy.

May 19, 1976

60

